In this paper, we analyse the complex interaction between professional advisors and their clients. Our aim is to summarize and critically review the relevant literature and to outline major directions for future research. There are three competing models that discuss the interaction between professional service providers and their clients: the expert model, the 'reflective practitioner' model and the critical model. After reviewing assumptions underlying these approaches as well as their contributions and shortcomings, we suggest that the key problem with these models is that they offer only partial insights into the relationship between clients and professional business service providers. Additionally, they have different epistemological foundations and, as such, they are incompatible. Building upon the existing research and our discussion, we outline the major issues of client-consultant interaction that future research needs to address in order to provide a multifaceted understanding of the client-consultant relationship.
Introduction
In the last two decades, both clients (e.g., Shapiro et al. 1993 ) and researchers (e.g., Alvesson 1993 Alvesson , 2001 Ashford 1998; Clark 1995; Clark and Salaman 1996a, b; Kieser 1997 Kieser , 2002 have expressed growing scepticism of the value and quality of professional business services. This cynicism is expressed most strongly in the case of consulting companies. On the one side, they are often seen as "substantial contributors, in their own right, to our collective store of management knowledge" (Suddaby and Greenwood 2001: 934) and as important change agents who introduce new perspectives and frames of reference into client organizations (Ginsberg and Abrahamson 1991) . Clients, on the other hand, regard consultants in many cases as "pushing standardized solutions rather than really listening to the issues [of clients] and being guided accordingly" (Ashford 1998: xvi) or, even worse, creating solutions for "manufactured problems" associated with the latest "thought leadership" fad. These views are reflected in the existing literature on client-consultant interaction. The so called expert model of client-consultant interaction describes the client-consultant relationship as a client-expert interaction (Schein 1987 (Schein , 1988 Abbott 1988; Kubr 1996) and views consultants as experts who contribute valuable knowledge and solutions to their clients. The so called critical model, on the other hand, stresses the symbolic character of consulting and regards consultants as impression managers seeking to make their clients dependent on the management fads they produce (Clark 1995; Clark and Salaman 1998a, b; Alvesson 1993 Alvesson , 2001 ).
A third model of the client-consultant relationship was proposed early on by Schön (1983) . Schön's model is positioned as a criticism of the expert model and concentrates on the insight that consultants as outsiders to the client organization differ in their knowledge, work methods and language, an issue later labelled the "otherness" of consultants (Kipping and Armbrüster 2002) , which can be a considerable burden for a successful interaction with the client and may prevent consultants from being involved more intimately in the client's business. Consequently, Schön proposes a different type of client-consultant interaction called "reflective conversation".
We argue that all three models stress single features of the client-consultant interaction without recognizing its multidimensional and complex character. This is confirmed by Engwall and Kipping (2002) who conclude after reviewing contemporary research on consultancy projects that the interaction process between consultants and their clients is still poorly understood, perhaps because, as Hislop (2002: 657) claims, "the nature of the client-consultant relationship and the role of the client firm shaping this relationship has tended to remain neglected and unexplored." Consequently, there is a need for further investigation into the nature of client relationships and the role clients play in the knowledge transfer and creation processes in professional service firms. This suggestion is all the more relevant given that learning through project work is increasingly being considered as "the most important source of knowledge development" in consulting firms (Fosstenlokken et al., 2003: 868) .
Building upon the premise that the three competing models of client-consultant interaction do not explain sufficiently the complex and multidimensional nature of this relationship, we propose directions for future research by emphasizing those areas that have been ignored or underemphasized by existing research. Because the problem solving process within consulting projects involves the exchange and production of knowledge, questions regarding the nature of knowledge and its transfer and creation within client-consultant teams need further investigation. Additionally, every human activity or relationship is embedded in power relations (Bunge 1996) . Therefore, knowledge and power are two closely interrelated concepts and it is important to shed some light on the nature of power within client-consultant teams as well its role in the knowledge transfer and creation processes in consulting projects. The next section introduces the competing models of client-consultant interaction and discusses their assumptions in regard to three interrelated areas: (1) nature of knowledge; (2) nature of knowledge transfer and creation; and (3) power relations within client-consultant teams. This is followed by a critical review of the models' main assumptions. The last section summarizes the discussion and offers an outlook for future research.
The Nature of Client-Consultant Interaction:
A Critical Review
Models of client-consultant interaction
The expert model
The expert model dates back to the start of academic interest in the area of consultancy work and is embedded in the tradition of the information processing paradigm or what Schön (1983) calls "Technical Rationality" (see also Nonaka 1994 and Carlile 2002 for a general discussion of this paradigm). Research of the consulting industry suggests that this model has broad applicability, from situations involving complex, highly uncertain and innovative problems, as is the case in strategy consulting, to more familiar and routine outsourcing tasks, which is the case in contractor style consulting (Kitay and Wright 2003) .
Nature of knowledge
According to this model, what differentiates management consultancies and all professional business service firms from traditional manufacturing companies is that they create value through their contribution of expertise and experience in solving client problems (Lowendahl 1997 ). Consulting expertise is described as based partly on an abstract body of knowledge, which is normally maintained through professionals or professional associations (Abbott 1988) , and partly on methods and concepts developed during consulting practice (Gallessich 1982) ; the former is also called esoteric knowledge (Starbuck 1992; Blackler 1995) , the latter technical knowledge (Kitay and Wright 2003) . Accordingly, consulting expertise is the simple reflection and organization of truth, rationality and wisdom (Fournier 1999) and/or the result of long experience (McGivern and Fineman 1983) .
Both the "ownership" of truth and the respect conveyed by experience legitimize the powerful and protected position of consultants and are the reason why supporters of the model implicitly assume that there is a knowledge asymmetry between consultants and clients. The (professional) specialization into distinct areas of expertise or knowledge is portrayed as the most efficient way of organizing and applying an increasingly complex knowledge base (Fournier 1999) and is based on the belief that "certain work is so specialized as to be inaccessible to those lacking the required training and experience" (Freidson 2001: 17) . Hence, the (arrogant) belief held by many consultants they know better than their client what services the client really needs (Walsh 2001) .
Knowledge transfer and creation
When they discuss the knowledge transfer process between client and consultant most of the proponents of the expert model concentrate on the different stages of the problem solution process. For example, Abbott (1988: 40) suggests that knowledge transfer takes place in two phases: "diagnosis" that "takes information into the professional knowledge system" and "treatment", which "brings instructions back out from it". In the case of familiar problems the diagnosis of a problem implies its treatment, or solution. For example, if the "diagnosis" of the client situation indicates high costs related to processes within the client organization, consultants suggest "treatment" through the implementation of Business Process Reengineering, which is meanwhile the "standard" concept for optimizing processes in organizations. When, however, the connection between diagnosis and treatment is obscure, as in the case of unfamiliar problems, consultants engage in inference, which "is a purely professional act [that] takes the information of diagnosis and indicates a range of treatments with their predicted outcomes" (Abbott 1988: 40, emphasis added) . Through these activities, consultants "construct tasks into known 'professional problems'" (Abbott 1998: 59) .
This view of the problem solving process is in line with the assumed unidirectional knowledge asymmetry between clients and consultants. Consultant's role is to generate the "right" problem solution with the client's being limited to the delivery of information and the implementation of the proposed solution. "Once the information is obtained from the client/customer, the [consultant] can proceed directly to employ the discretion and knowledge inherent in the task" (Mills et al., 1983: 303) . Therefore, successful knowledge transfer and creation is mostly dependent on the problem solving abilities of the consultant or her/his judgment, and to a lesser
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Power relations
A main assumption of the expert model is the autonomy and power of the consultant (Haug and Sussman 1969; Kubr 1996; Mills and Moshavi 1999; Sharma 1997) resulting from the assumed knowledge asymmetry. Whereas clients deliver the raw information, only the consultants are believed to possess the necessary expertise to solve the problem: "Consultants, like other specialists, occupy positions of relative power, as they are often the sole authorities on certain technical problems and their implications" (Gallessich 1982: 381) . Similarly, Hanlon (1997: 124) found that the traditional view of professional service provision is that the professional controls the interaction and "translates client's desires into a professional meta-language and explains to clients what is possible in their situation". The expert diagnoses the problem and prescribes solutions unilaterally, whereas the "client is left unaware of what has been going on and is, thus, in a weak position when it comes to having an influence on the outcome" (McGivern and Fineman 1983: 435) . Thus, consultants see clients as dependent on the credibility their expertise provides (Walsh 2001) . Moreover, some authors argue that an equalized relationship between clients and consultants is counterproductive due to "reduction of rationality in the decisionmaking process" (Mills and Moshavi 1999: 53) . Such a relationship, they conclude, will alter its fundamental nature from a superior-subordinate alliance to peer interaction.
There have been suggestions for a more interaction intensive consulting model, where the problem solving process is presented as a joint diagnosis (e.g., Schein 1987 Schein , 1988 Schein , 1999 who talks about "process consultation") or a learning process (e.g., Schaffer 2002). Schein (1987: 30) , for example, argues that clients should have an active role in the client-consultant relationship because only they have access to "hidden cultural, political, and personal factors", which are important for the problem solving process. These accounts originate in the Organization Development literature and have a prescriptive character as they suggest ways to maximize the effectiveness of consultants' interventions (Fincham and Clark 2002) .
Although such contributions recognize that it is important for clients and consultants to work intensively together and to maintain a balanced relationship, they still regard consultants as the experts, as the supreme actors who transfer their diagnostic and intervention skills to clients (Schein 1999) , and help them "by forcing" or "benignly manipulating" them into starting to work on their own problems (Schein 1987: 83) . Even more recent and advanced texts on consulting, such as Fombrun and Nevins' (2004) compilation, remain by the view of clients as an audience that is separated from the consultants. For example, according to Nevins (2004) , client's role is represented as one of a passive listener, whereas consultants are the active actors that teach clients how to solve their problems.
In addition, this modified view is grounded in the assumption of political harmony, in the belief that neutral consultants facilitate shared understanding without recognizing that consulting as a communicative activity does not simply represent a particular issue but more or less influences and constructs it (e.g., Alvesson and Johansson 2002; Marshak et al. 2000) . Thus, such accounts stick to the assumption about the knowledge superiority of consultants and deliver only a slightly different view of the client-consultant interaction. As Schön (1983) states, Schein's suggestions preserve the traditional consulting model.
The 'reflective practitioner' model Schön (1983 Schön ( , 1987 developed the reflective practitioner model of consulting as a response to growing criticism of the traditional, expert view of client-advisory relationships. His concern was primarily with the question: how should clients and consultants interact in the case of novel and complex problems in order to generate the best possible outcomes? Schön suggests viewing the client-consultant interaction as a reflective conversation between the involved individuals. He
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Nature of knowledge
Schön's model is centred on the question about the nature of consulting knowledge with emphasis on two types of consulting expertise-knowing-in-action and reflection-in-action. Knowing-in-action is tacit knowledge that is based on rules and procedures routinely applicable when solving familiar problems. In unfamiliar situations where there is no obvious fit between the characteristics of the situation and the available body of theories and techniques, new rules and new knowledge are created through reflection-in-action (Schön 1983 (Schön , 1987 . Reflection is the ability to contemplate one's own intuitive knowing (knowing-in-action) in the midst of action and is concerned with double-loop and triple-loop forms of learning (Argyris and Schön 1996; Raelin 2001 ).
Schön emphasizes that both knowing-in-action and reflection-in-action are "embedded in the socially and institutionally structured context shared by a community of practitioners " (1987: 33) . This context involves the body of professional knowledge and the appreciative system and frames of a particular practice community. Furthermore, he emphasizes that consulting knowledge is "constructed" as a result of individual actions embedded in this context rather than existent prior to action, as stated in the expert model: through "countless acts of attention and inattention, naming, sense making, boundary setting, and control" community members make and maintain the world matched to their professional knowledge, appreciative systems and role frames. They have, in short, a particular, professional way of seeing their world and a way of constructing and maintaining the world as they see it" (Schön 1987: 36) . Moreover, "because of the differences in feel for media, language and repertoire, the art of one practice tends to be opaque to the practitioners of another" (1983: 271). Consequently, individuals from different practice communities, such as clients and consultants, interpret situations in different ways. As a result, "both client and professional bring to their encounter a body of understandings which they can only very partially communicate to one another and much of which they cannot describe to themselves" (Schön 1983: 296) .
Knowledge transfer and creation
Schön's account of the nature of consulting knowledge implies that knowledge transfer between clients and consultants is very difficult and requires a different type of interaction, one that is open and minimally defensive where both client and consultant commit to having their positions and interpretations confronted and tested and both are open to the reciprocal exploration of risky ideas. Schön refers to this type of interaction as a reflective conversation. Furthermore, he proposes the need for a different form of inquiry in the case of novel and complex problems, which he calls "reflective conversation [of a practitioner] with a unique and uncertain situation" (1983: 130) . Accordingly, knowledge creation does not involve consultants trying to apply a standardized solution to the new situation, as suggested by the expert model. Rather, it is an experiment: consultants focus on certain details while leaving others in the background, thus framing the problem in a particular way with the aim to achieve an interpretive synthesis congruent with their fundamental values and theories (Schön 1983) . Therefore, if consultants engage in such an inquiry without to share their underlying assumptions with the client, their expertise remains a black box, a "mysterious artistry" for the client (Schön 1983: 243) . Schön concludes that clients have to be involved to a much higher degree in the problem solving process in order to gain an access to this "reflective conversation"; in essence, clients have to function as reflective practitioners as well.
However, because such a reflective conversation poses different demands on competence and is very time consuming, Schön argues that the model should be applied only in cases where the client's problem is of sufficient importance. In emergent or routine situations, a more restricted interaction as proposed by the expert model would be more appropriate and efficient.
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Power relations
In this model the relationship between client and consultant is balanced and is based on the demystification of expertise and on mutual exploration. Schön views both consultants and clients as interdependent as both parties make valuable contributions to the problem solving process. Consultants are now expected to reflect in the presence of clients on their expertise, thus making themselves confrontable by their clients rather than keeping their expertise private and mysterious, which is the case in the expert model (Schön 1983) . The new type of interaction is only possible if they abdicate their unquestioned authority and the comfort of relative invulnerability. On the other side of the relationship, clients have to agree to join the consultant in the problem solving process and to work to make their knowledge and experience clear to themselves and to the consultants. As a result, the relationship becomes equilibrated and free of power issues as both parties give and receive help (Schön 1983 ).
The critical model
Despite Schön's suggestion on how to improve client-consultant interactions in order to achieve better outcomes from consulting projects, during the 1980s a growing number of researchers engaged in the study of client-advisor interactions developed an extreme scepticism about the value of consulting knowledge (e.g., Alvesson 1993 Alvesson , 2001 Ashford 1998; Clark 1995; Clark and Salaman 1996a, b; Jackson 2002; Kieser 1997 Kieser , 2002 ). An alternative critical approach to consultancy work emerged that regards consultants as impression managers and knowledge transfer between client and consultant as a form of symbolic interaction (e.g., Fincham and Clark 2002) .
Nature of knowledge
Supporters of this model do not regard the objective and reified view of knowledge represented in the expert model as realistic. Similarly to Schön, they see problem solutions as constructed during client-consultant interaction. For example, Clark and Salaman (1998a: 147) argue that consulting knowledge is not "a set of expert solutions", as pictured in the expert model, but "a language for representing mutually acceptable ways of knowing and defining and talking about management, managers and organizations". In contrast to Schön, however, the proponents of the critical model regard consulting knowledge as a social product that does not exist prior to the client-consultant interaction. Rather, they see it as developed in interaction with the clients through translation, where translation is defined as the process of actors convincing other actors that their interests coincide: consultants "do not possess and cannot deploy a body of formal, authoritative theoretical professional knowledge to underpin their work, because there is no such knowledge" (Clark and Salaman, 1998a: 147, emphasis in original; also Alvesson 2001) . Thus, what differentiates management consultancies, and all knowledge-intensive firms from other kinds of companies is not the possession of an authoritative professional knowledge but the "degree of elaboration of the language through which one describes oneself and one's organization, regulates client orientations and engages in identity work" (Alvesson 2001: 871) . This view of knowledge as language has its origins in social constructivism and the "linguistic turn", emphasizing knowledge's ambiguous, metaphorical and context-dependent nature (Alvesson 2001; Alvesson and Käreman 2000; Clark 1995) . Consequently, consulting knowledge is represented to be a matter of beliefs, impression management and negotiation of meaning (Alvesson 1993 (Alvesson , 2001 ).
Knowledge transfer and creation
Due to this view of the nature of consulting knowledge, supporters of the critical model argue that what consultants create and deliver are images, impressions and rhetorical acts that become substitutes for the ambiguities of their knowledge (Alvesson 1993 (Alvesson , 2001 and which define problems and problem solutions in the form of organisational myths (Clark and Salaman 1998a) . Rhetoric, images, metaphors and humour are, thereby, important mechanisms for impressing clients (Greatbach and Clark 2003) . The variety and diversity of consulting stories acting in the form of models and frameworks and the lack of a demarked body of knowledge are the reasons why some authors talk about the "fashion-led, faddish and ephemeral" character of the
The Nature of Client-Consultant Interaction: A Critical Review consulting industry (Clark 1995; Jackson 2002; Kieser 1997) .
Because consultants' rhetoric and linguistic strategies appear insufficient to account for the increasing influence of management ideas and consulting companies, some writers claim that consultants' stories reflect managers' innate need for "dramatic" impulses, "a need to dramatize events in order to ascribe meaning and sift out the significant from the mundane" (Fincham and Clark 2002: 9) . "Consultants seek to create and sustain reality that persuades clients of their value in the same way that actors seek to create a theatrical reality" (Clark and Salaman 1998b: 25) . Moreover, consultants involve clients as actors and as audience who contribute actively to the performance: "The audience is the performance, or at least the means of the performance, its accomplice and its measurement" (Clark and Salaman 1996b: 170) . Consequently, impression management is regarded as crucial for the success of client-consultant projects and for the survival of consulting companies in general (Clark and Salaman 1996b) .
Power relations
The above discussion shows that according to the critical model, clients are involved to a much higher extent in the client-consultant interaction than suggested by the expert model. Thereby, consultants do not just impose meanings on clients, they do not "autocratically and manipulatingly produce", and clients do not "docilely consume" (Clark and Salaman 1998: 152) . It is rather a situation of negotiation where consultants reflect and modify client's meanings together with the client. This does not imply, however, that the model postulates an equalized relationship between clients and consultants. Rather, it is emphasized that consultants "define the managerial role" and "must seem to be authoritative, must behave confidently, must be in command" if they are to impress the client and be successful (Clark and Salaman 1998: 147 ; emphasis added). Consultant's work is described as producing a "series of narratives which constitute, make up" clients' reality. Thus, "their seemingly knowledgeable descriptions of organizational structures, processes and purposes become authoritative exercises of power" (Clark and Salaman 1996a: 179 ; emphasis added). Stories, symbols and metaphors are power instruments that help consultants to exercise control over the problem solving process and the generated solutions. Consequently, similarly to the expert model, supporters of the critical model stick to the assumption that consultants are the dominant and powerful actor in client-consultant teams, whereas clients are in a dependent situation, which is in contrast to Schön's perspective. This view is especially manifested in works that concentrate on the creation and role of consulting fads and fashions (e.g., Jackall 1988; Kieser 2002) . According to Kieser (2002: 176) , for example, consultancies have made clients "marionettes on the strings of their fashions".
Critical review of the models The expert model
The implicit assumption behind the expert model is that professionals' expertise in their field alone makes them successful service providers (Walsh 2001) . Knowledge is assumed to be a decontextualized asset or resource, an "objectively definable commodity" (Empson 2001) , that retains its meaning while being transferred across individuals and organizations (Alvesson and Kärreman 2001; Werr and Stjernberg 2003) . Consultants are seen as experts who give "the right advice, [] in the right way, to the right person and at the right time. They are said to be in a position to make an unbiased assessment of any situation, tell the truth and recommend frankly and objectively what the client organization needs to do without having any second thoughts on how this might effect his or her interests" (Alvesson and Johansson 2002: 230) . Such a view requires consultants to achieve an external "God's-eye view of the world" (Boland et al. 2001: 396) .
In line with this argument, client-consultant communication is seen as a process of message sending and message receiving (Daft and Huber 1987; Boland and Tenkasi 1995) . It is implicitly assumed that both client and consultant know how to use the exchanged information, which means that they understand its true meaning. Thus, problem solving is viewed as a consequence of the successful transfer of information, which depends on the number, direction, and physical
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Several authors who study empirically knowledge transfer between individuals from different personal and cultural backgrounds suggest that the view of knowledge as contextually and situationally independent is highly limited and problematic (e.g., Bechky 2003; Carlile 2002; Dougherty 1992; Sole and Edmondson 2002) . "It is decidedly problematic whether realities denoted by such terms as knowledge, competence, skills, know-how, or capability are the sorts of things that can be adequately discussed as items or property" (Winter 1987: 160) . Thus, although knowledge can be analysed and understood as an objective reality, in order to understand the process of knowledge creation and transfer, one needs to study knowledge in the context within which it is created and applied (Bechky 2003; Day and Lord 1992; Tsoukas and Vladimirou 2001) . It can be argued, that the problem solving process as proposed in the expert model works only in the case of simple routine problems, which are previously known to the problem solvers and are well defined: "It depends on agreement about ends. When ends are fixed and clear, then the decision to act can present itself as an instrumental problem. But when ends are confused and conflicting, there is as yet no 'problem' to solve" (Schön 1983: 41) . In contrast, the main characteristic of new and complex problems is the uncertainty about the nature of the problem. Such "puzzling, troubling, and uncertain" situations often fall outside categories of existing knowledge or existing systems of diagnosis, treatment and prognosis so that problem solvers need first to find out and define the problem they have to deal with (Schön 1983) . In this case, the client-consultant interaction is not an error-free process of information exchange but rather a "reflexive", "non-technical" process of problem naming and framing, which requires the intensive involvement of the client and which can result in the development of several divergent, legitimate perspectives on the problem situation and solution (Schön 1983 ). However, the expert model downplays this relative pluralism of knowledge and, in particular, the importance and legitimacy of client's knowledge. Its assumption that a "true", more or less standardized problem solution "exists" prior to the client-consultant interaction is highly problematic. This is confirmed by Fincham and Roslender (2004: 323) who argue that some popular management concepts and models "may have become conventional, relatively commodified methods [whose] adoption is pretty much a 'take it or leave it' choice; others are more diffuse and require interpretation and customizing by mediating and user agents".
These weaknesses of the expert model are confirmed by empirical research that shows that little learning between clients and consultants takes place within expert forms of consulting (Kitay and Wright 2003; McGivern and Fineman 1983; Pellegrinelli 2002: 344) . Moreover, the absence of understanding and reflection between clients and consultants leads to increased uncertainty as to the exact nature of the problem and what the client expects from the consultant and consequently, to the unidirectional dependency on the part of the client (Schön 1983) . Empirical findings show that the higher the level of the consultant's power and autonomy in the problem solving process, the lower would be the scale of customisation of the solution (Hislop 2002 ). In such cases, clients get standardized and formalized problem solutions, which often do not fit the specific and locally oriented client situation (Ritzer, 2004) and which are in most cases not implemented successfully. Thus, due to the absence of real interaction and knowledge transfer, the client-consultant relationship is not effective and it often ends with frustration on both sides.
As above mentioned, there are certain cases when this form of interaction is advantageous for all involved actors from an economic point of view. For example, clients do not always prefer to participate actively in consulting projects but rather expect "experts" to do the work. Examples
The Nature of Client-Consultant Interaction: A Critical Review include areas such as recruitment, remuneration, training, process mapping and outplacement where the consultant's role is to provide a flexible source of external labour with the required knowledge (Kitay and Wright 2003) . Furthermore, it is claimed that in the case of routine problems this type of consulting is more appropriate and practical (Schön 1983) . Examples are large-scale problems or issues where extensive quantitative data on large populations is required (McGivern and Fineman 1983) . However, even in regard to such projects, the expert model does not sufficiently explain the following questions: given the rather intangible character of consulting services (e.g., Lowendahl 1997), how do consultants persuade clients that they are the experts for particular types of problems? How do they build up the expert reputation? These questions are related to the micro processes of knowledge creation, production and dissemination. Whereas these processes have been discussed on a macro level (e.g., Suddaby and Greenwood 2001), they are still poorly understood on a micro level, especially when involving clients (Suddaby and Greenwood 2001) .
The 'reflective practitioner' model
The 'reflective practitioner' model represents a first attempt to account for the complexity of the consulting and professional practice. Compared to the expert model, it provides a more comprehensive view of the knowledge transfer and creation processes in client-consultant teams. Schön's view of the professional practice has several important implications. First, problems cannot be regarded as "given", as postulated by the expert model, but are constructed in a process of reflection-in-action. Second, consulting knowledge represents one particular way of looking at and interpreting topics, which was once constructed and can be reconstructed. Thirdly, because clients and consultants belong to different practice communities, they often have different views of the problem setting and solution. Hence, knowledge pluralism is typical for client-consultant teams, requiring clients and consultants to reflect on their interpretations and frames and share them with each other if they are to work effectively together. Furthermore, only through reflection-in-action can clients and consultants handle unfamiliar situations effectively and create new knowledge.
However, Schön's model also has some limitations. First, Schön mentions the existence of different communities of practitioners but does not discuss their nature and the process of their emergence in a detail. Additionally, he recognizes that because clients and consultants participate in different communities, their interpretations vary, which "may not be objectively resolvable" due to the legitimacy of their perspectives. Yet he does not offer a solution for how these differences can be overcome. Schön, himself, is aware that his suggestion for an open and intensive communication between clients and consultants is not specific enough to enhance the cooperation within client-consultant teams: the "resolution of such differences depends on the little-understood ability of inquirers to enter into one another's appreciative systems and to make reciprocal translations from one to the other" (1983: 273, emphasis added). Thus, the model fails to explain the process of translation and to show how clients and consultants can improve their communication. Furthermore, questions regarding the power aspects of the relationship, like whose perspective will build the basis for the problem solution and whether it is necessary that one of the parties dominates the problem solving process, which have indeed high practical relevance, remain unanswered as Schön proposes that there are no real power issues in clientconsultant teams when they function as reflective practitioners. Finally, although Schön (1983: 271) understands that "skills in the manipulation of media, languages, and repertoires are essential to a practitioner's reflective conversation" when they solve problems, he does not discuss the implication of this insight, something that the proponents of the critical model pay special attention to.
Being less one dimensional than the expert model, the reflective practitioner model provides a promising starting point for a more sophisticated understanding of client-consultant cooperation. However, by trying to be conceptually broad this model ends up lacking specificity. It offers only limited concrete suggestions how to improve the cooperation between clients and consultants and it pays insufficient attention to the multifaceted character of the interaction and the political
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The critical model
Against the conventional view of consulting knowledge as a transparent medium for the transport of meaning as represented within the expert model, the critical model emphasizes its ambiguous, metaphorical, context-dependent and active nature (Alvesson and Kärreman 2000) . Because of this characteristic of consulting services, proponents of the model argue that it is crucially important for consulting companies to find ways to persuade clients of the value of their services. This is achieved with the help of symbolic mechanisms such as consulting stories, metaphors, rhetoric and images, which are regarded as powerful persuasion instruments that consultants use in order to impress clients and to sell new management concepts and models (Heracleous and Barrett 2001) . Thus, the model emphasizes the role of narratives and performance in consulting projects rather than of analytical rationality and argument (Schipper 1999) . Consequently, the model stresses that consultant's dominance does not originate in their expertise as held by the expert model but develops during the client-consultant interaction as a result of consultants' rhetorical and impression skills. This brings in considerations of power and power relations. Accordingly, consultants exercise influence over clients by constructing the meaning of what clients experience and by producing and disseminating new management fashions. In this process, clients also pay a role as consultants need to build alliances with them in order to institutionalize new consulting practices. Thus, by acknowledging the evolving and strategic character of power, the model provides a more sophisticated understanding of the power processes within client-consultant teams, insights that are ignored within the expert and the 'reflective practitioner' model.
At the same time, the critical approach to consulting has several important weaknesses. Firstly, it implies that all consulting knowledge is ambiguous and idiosyncratic and ignores forms of knowledge such as technical expertise that are less intangible and ambiguous. Thus, the model does not explain those types of consulting that are characterized by the transfer of specific, technical knowledge from consultants to clients, such as, for example, when consultants are engaged to develop a new production layout for a factory where technical considerations play the critical role for successful problem solving. Therefore, rhetoric and impression management are not equally important for all kinds of consulting projects. In general, when the client's problem is relatively familiar, it is easier for clients to define the service they require and to evaluate the presented solution.
Moreover, the model ignores the fact that members of the client team who have management education or were previously consultants, which is often the case (e.g., Poulfelt et al. 2005) , share consulting specific meanings and interpretations schemata to some degree and speak the "consulting language". Therefore, those clients have fewer difficulties in evaluating consulting expertise and understanding the consultants. Consequently, consulting expertise is not highly ambiguous and idiosyncratic when clients and consultants possess some shared frameworks, and knowledge transfer is to a large degree possible.
Interaction ambiguity is high only in situations when clients and consultants have to deal with innovative, complex problems. Thus, it can be proposed that problems associated with the idiosyncratic character of consulting expertise, which result in difficulties transferring knowledge to clients or evaluating its quality as discussed in the critical model, are more relevant when "it is not clear what expectations one ought to have, and therefore it is not clear what would constitute an outcome mismatched to expectation. When one's system of understanding is internally inconsistent, the very same outcome may seem an error and not an error" (Schön, 1983: 305) . Thus, the critical model ignores the existence of different types of client problems and, as such, does not account for the complex nature of the client-consultant relationship ignoring the reality that there are different motives for why clients engage consultants. Although the model pays attention to one important aspect of successful consulting-the creation image and positive client expectations, issues that are left out in the expert and the 'reflective practitioner' model,-because of its restricted assumptions regarding the nature of knowledge, it ignores the fact that the cooperation of both parties generates some tangible, valuable and rational outputs rather than only symbolic and emotional results.
In addition, as Huczynski (1993: 60) points out, the use of stories and rhetoric by consultants has another rationale: to enhance their communication with managers: "[Managers] have difficulty understanding excessively technical language; have a short span of attention; a limited span of memory and judgement; and tend to be more convinced by certain modes of communication than others. Popular management ideas take these limitation into account". Others have stressed the importance of symbolic and dramatic elements for knowledge creation during problemsolving processes. Kanter (2002) , for example, argues that a symbolic form of knowledge production is necessary in order to enhance the creativity of the involved individuals, to give free flow to imagination and as a result, to enable innovation. Similarly, Clark and Mangham (2004) propose that the use of drama and performance can stimulate the creation of new insights out of the participants' contributions (also Sturdy et al. 2004) . Finally, as Wright and Kitay (2004: 283) stress, consultants may use stories, rhetoric and images to impress clients and sell their services, which, however, does not equate consulting with the mere selling of drama and rhetoric.
Furthermore, although supporters of the critical model stress that consultant's power does not originate in their expertise as held by the expert model but develops during the client-consultant interaction, they assume that this power originates purely in the rhetorical elaboration of consultants and is totally unrelated to consultant's expertise. This is problematic because, as Fincham (1999: 350) suggests, "the reputational and proprietary knowledge of the consultant versus the organizational and operational knowledge of managers defines the limits of the political process". In other words, the level of dependency between clients and consultants depends on the relation between their knowledge bases and not only on their rhetorical and impression skills. Thus, consultants are not always powerful and clients not always powerless and dependent. As Sturdy (1997a) argues, managers' increasing sophistication and criticism of consulting challenge the consultant's sense of control (Sturdy 1997a ) so that consultants are not immune from insecurities. Consequently, the client-consultant relationship has a rather interactive, dialectic character and is characterized by mutual dependence (Sturdy 1997a, b) .
To sum up, the critical view oversimplifies the process of social construction during the clientconsultant interaction and underplays the role of clients-one consequence of which is the greater focus on the tools and techniques used by consultants to impress the client. As in the case of the expert model, this approach suggests a consulting-centric view of the client-consultant relationship. Although the model offers a view of consulting that seems to explain clients' dissatisfaction with consulting services, its assumptions are problematic and do not account for the multifaceted nature of consulting. For example, if the critical model was right about the nature of consulting and consulting expertise, it would imply that the future of this industry is not very bright. The relevant question is, then, how long can an industry that is built on rhetoric, symbols, dependence and fear of loss of control survive? The empirical evidence of the development of the consulting industry contradicts such a view. Hall (1969) , Sibson (1973) , Gallessich (1982) , Schein (1988) , Kubr (1996) , Aharoni (1993; ), Lowendahl (1997 , Sadler (1998 ) Schön (1983 ) Alvesson (1993 ), Clark (1995) , Clark and Salaman (1996a,b, 1998a, b) , Kieser (1997) , Jackson (2002) Metaphors The consultant as "helper" (Schein 1987 (Schein , 2002 ; "seller of expertise" (Aharoni 1997) ; "doctor" (Gallessich 1982; Schein 1988 ).
The consultant as "reflective practitioner" (Schön 1983 (Schön , 1987 .
The consultant as provider of institutionalised myths and rhetorician (Alvesson 1993 (Alvesson , 1995 ; "impression manager" and "storyteller" (Clark 1995; Clark and Salaman 1996b) ; creator of management fads (Jackson 2002; Kieser 1997 Kieser , 2002 .
Nature of knowledge Knowledge is a decontextualised, objectively definable asset or a resource; it is independent of its carriers and their interpretations. Consulting knowledge is based partly on an abstract body of knowledge and partly on consulting methods.
Consulting expertise is embedded in the professional body of knowledge. It is only partly based on technical expertise (abstract body of knowledge). An important part of it is embedded in a skilful practice and is constructed in a process of "reflection-in-action".
Knowledge is a social product. Consulting knowledge is developed in interaction with the client and is ambiguous and idiosyncratic. Images, stories and symbols serve as "rationality-surrogates" and constitute consultant's expertise.
Knowledge asymmetry Consultants as experts have the capacity to solve clients' problems; the client is a lay persona and is more or less excluded from the problem solving process. There is a unidirectional knowledge asymmetry.
Client and consultant both possess knowledge important for the problem solution; there is a mutual knowledge asymmetry.
Because of the intangible and interactive character of the consulting service clients have difficulties in evaluating consultant's knowledge and the provided service prior and after it has been delivered. There is a unidirectional "knowledge" asymmetry. Communication and knowledge transfer Communication is a process of information transfer between client and consultant. Important aspects of the communication process are the communications channels, the characteristics of messages and the motivation and absorptive capacity of the involved individuals.
Communication is a process of reflecting on the own understanding and sharing it with others. It requires an intensive interaction between the involved individuals.
Communication is a process of creating impressions, images and stories. In this way consultants try to impress the clients and convince them, that they have something valuable to offer. Rhetorical skills and acts are important aspects of the communication process.
Power relations
Because consultants possess unique scientific body of knowledge, it is the right of the consultant to determine the problem solution on the basis of professional judgement. The client does not participate in the problem solving process and is dependent on the knowledge of the expert (consulting-centric view).
Both consultant and client are powerful and interdependent because both parties possess relevant knowledge and make important contributions to the problem solving process.
Consultants are powerful and persuasive figures; they use rhetoric, stories and symbols to impress clients and sell management fads. The client is passive and dependent on consultants and the management fads they create (consulting-centric view).
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Summary and directions for future research
The previous discussion makes it clear that the three existing models of the client-consultant interaction make valuable contributions to our understanding of the relationship between clients and consultants. Whereas the models are proposed as valid for all types of consulting projects, we suggest they could provide a better understanding of the client-consultant relationship if the different assumptions regarding the characteristics of the client-consultant relationship, as well as the different forms of interaction that the single models emphasize, are related to different types of client problems. The expert model seems to explain well the case of routine problems when the efficiency of the problem solving process is regarded as the main success factor rather than its innovativeness (also Carlile 2002) . In contrast, the critical model deals with situations that are ambiguous and uncertain so that an easy evaluation of the proposed solution is neither ex-ante nor ex-post possible. The ambiguous and idiosyncratic character of consulting knowledge requires clients and consultants to engage in an intensive interaction during which consultants use stories and rhetoric in order to impress the clients and persuade them of the value and quality of their service. Schön attempts to account for both familiar and novel problem situations. He suggests that in the case of the latter, the problem solving process looks like a reflective conversation between clients and consultants during which both sides share their perspectives and try to find a solution. The relationship is equilibrated, as both clients and consultants possess relevant knowledge. Thus, one improvement might be to combine these models as a means of compensating for their individual weaknesses. It appears that such a combination would provide the richest view of client-consultant interaction. Moreover, such a combination will emphasize that consultants play different roles during client-consultant interactions and it is too simplistic to regard them as either experts, impression managers or reflective practitioners. They are, rather, all of these to some degree, which depends on the problem situation and the client's qualities as a partner and client's goals when engaging consultants. Consultants might, for example, use symbolic interaction in order to open meanings to new inflections in experimentation but at the same time they will try to manage the flow of shifting perspectives in order to secure their legitimacy and to guarantee the generation of a problem solution within some period of time-they have, not to forget, to demonstrate efficiency as well. Therefore, knowledge transfer and creation can be at the same time strategic and symbolic (Crozier 2003) .
However, it is apparent that at this stage in the development of the theory about client-consultant interaction, some form of integration among the different perspectives remains underdeveloped. Moreover, creating such an integrative framework is difficult given the different, and perhaps incompatible, assumptions of the models regarding the nature of knowledge, knowledge transfer and creation and power. Future research should concentrate on this issue and discuss, to what extent the development of a new model of the client-consultant interaction, which would advance the existing models and put them into a common theoretical background, is viable.
In particular, future research should pay special attention to the knowledge transfer and communication problems inherent in client-consultant teams, which are due to the cognitive diversity of clients and consultants. It should discuss the micro processes of knowledge creation, production and dissemination that take place within client-consultant teams in order to show the origins of clients' trust in consultants and consultants' reputation. Furthermore, research needs to recognize that knowledge creation within consulting projects does not occur independently of the client. Rather, it is the introduction of divergent interpretations and the intensive sharing of perspectives between clients and consultants that makes it possible for both client and consultant to reflect upon their own knowledge and to reframe their perspectives. In this way, established meanings can be disturbed and transformed and new knowledge created (Boland and Tenkasi 1995; Tsoukas and Vladimirou 2001) .
By acknowledging the existence of cognitive pluralism and the importance of both consultant's and client's interpretations for the problem solving process, research will also recognize the existence of a mutual dependency between clients and consultants and their shifting dominance.
In line with Sturdy's (1997a, b) findings, power should be regarded as not always predetermined
The Nature of Client-Consultant Interaction: A Critical Review by existing structures and management fads as suggested by proponents of the expert and the critical model. Rather, it should be recognized that it often arises during the client-consultant interaction out of a discourse over which perspective should be taken as a basis for a problem solution. Thus, power should be seen as a social construct that is both a product of collective activity and the medium by which it is developed and enhanced (Blackler 2000; Clegg 1989; Contu and Willmott 2003) . Consequently, further theoretical and particularly empirical research is needed that investigates the nature and emergence of power and its influence on the problem solving process within client-consultant teams as well as its role for the dissemination of management fashions.
Future research should further differentiate between the actors that are involved in consulting projects including clients' managers who commission the project, i.e. the project sponsors; clients' employees who participate in the particular project, i.e. the problem owners; and the consultants (Garratt 1981) and study their influence on the interaction process. We believe that further research on these topics will also have practical implications: it would help companies to get the most from external consultants through a deeper understanding of the natural dynamics of the relationship. Although we chose to use the consulting industry as the focal point of discussion, it must be emphasized that this discussion could be applied to all professional business service firms or knowledge intensive firms. An interesting area for future research is, therefore, to look at similarities and distinctions in the relationship between clients and different professional service providers and to what degree the above mentioned factors influence their interaction.
